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Preschool Interactive Writing Instruction
Inviting Emergent Writers to Share the Pen
Anna Hall

As I embarked on my dissertation research nearly a decade ago, I knew that interactive
writing—that is, an authentic, collaborative writing activity between teacher and children—held
promise as a preschool writing strategy. But I wasn’t sure what adaptations would be appropriate
to meet 3- to 5-year-olds’ developmental needs. Even though I had used an interactive writing
strategy as a kindergarten teacher in whole group settings for a variety of purposes, I didn’t know
if or how this strategy might work with younger children. It wasn’t until I practiced it daily for
13 weeks—rotating between five different preschool classrooms—that I learned how to adapt
interactive writing for very young emergent writers. In this article, I share my journey as a
teacher and as a researcher with the hope that more preschool teachers will engage young
children in a variety of interactive writing projects.
Although young children enter their preschool classrooms eager to tell stories and
communicate with the world, research suggests that in most preschool classrooms, writing
instruction primarily focuses on procedural knowledge, such as handwriting and name writing,
rather than on the meaning-making processes involved in writing (Hall et al. 2015).
In order to move beyond teaching preschool students to identify and form letters, it is
essential to understand that writing encompasses multiple dimensions, including handwriting,
spelling, and composition (Strachan, Duke, & Teale 2013). These dimensions develop alongside
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one another in order for young children to bridge their oral and written worlds (Schickedanz &
Casbergue 2009).
The different writing dimensions fall into two categories: lower-level transcription skills,
such as handwriting and spelling, and higher-level executive skills, such as generating ideas,
organizing, and revising during composing (Berninger et al. 2002). As children practice in the
context of real writing experiences and become proficient in lower-level skills, they become
better able to focus on higher-level skills, enabling them to more easily translate language in
their minds into written text (Graham 2010).
Research suggests that young children who engage in composing during authentic
writing activities (creating a grocery list, writing a letter to a classmate, retelling a story through
drawings and labels) show increases in a variety of early literacy skills (National Institute for
Literacy 2008). Specifically, early composition activities enhance phonological awareness
(recognition of the sounds that make up words), alphabet knowledge (letter identification and
letter–sound knowledge), and print awareness (functions, forms, and conventions of written
language)—all skills that are associated with future reading and writing proficiency (Strachan,
Duke, & Teale 2013).
In addition to helping build a solid early literacy foundation, early composition activities
nurture children’s inclination toward writing (Graves 1983). As infants near their first birthdays,
they begin imitating adults and experimenting with writing tools. By age 2, many toddlers
demonstrate awareness that their marks carry meaning, and they may use drawings, intentional
scribbles, or letter-like forms to explore and record ideas (Rowe & Neitzel 2010; Dinehart 2015).
As young children move into preschool and kindergarten, they begin to use conventional letters

Preschool Interactive Writing Instruction: Inviting Emergent Writers to Share the Pen
October 13, 2015

2

3
to form letter strings (e.g., LTRGEWS) or invented spellings (e.g., “Mi Dg” for “My Dog”) to
write for a variety of purposes, including to tell a story or to communicate with others. All of
these critical early stages of writing development build a solid foundation for conventional
writing, which typically develops in the early primary years (Strachan, Duke, & Teale 2013).
Since the late 1970s, emergent literacy (a term coined by literacy scholar Marie Clay in
the 1960s) has been the dominant theoretical perspective on early reading and writing. Emergent
literacy supports the development of writing in a social context in which children can learn about
the meaning and process of writing by observing and interacting with teachers and other
children—and, ideally, with family members and other caregivers.
Emergent literacy encourages teachers to make writing materials readily available and to
give children time to write (Clay 1975). Research on preschool writing suggests adult modeling
and guidance are also critical for helping children understand how and when to apply writing
skills (Hall et al. 2014). Interactive writing is an engaging and meaningful way to offer such
guidance in preschool.
[SH1] The interactive writing model

[personal note]My experience with interactive writing began as I implemented The
Teachers Guide to Building Blocks: A Developmentally Appropriate, Multilevel
Framework for Kindergarten (Hall & Williams 2000) in my kindergarten classroom in
the early 2000s. I used this strategy during different parts of the day and throughout the
year to model early literacy techniques and to build a sense of community among my
students.
In kindergarten, it was easy enough to bring the whole class together for an
interactive writing lesson; after a few days, each child understood the rituals and routines
of the strategy. We used interactive writing to make rhyming charts, to label diagrams, to
record steps for building block houses, and to retell favorite stories. In addition to writing
together, this strategy helped our class bond over projects like family recipe books and
our garden growth album, which became treasured resources in our reading corner. [end]
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Educators developed interactive writing at the Ohio State University as part of the early
literacy framework (which was designed to provide rich literacy experiences for young
children—particularly those who did not begin school with a strong foundation of vocabulary
and early literacy skills). An extension of shared writing, interactive writing invites children to
“share the pen” in creating a group project, such as retelling a story, developing an instruction
list, or creating a class book (Craig 2006).
During an interactive writing lesson, the teacher introduces an authentic reason for
writing, collaborates with the students to decide what to write, and invites the children to assist in
writing the group text. In the composition process, children reread many times what they have
written, and they revise as necessary. The teacher ends each lesson with a reminder to the
children about how to apply the writing actions performed during the interactive writing lesson
to their independent writing (Hall 2014).
As a form of contextualized instruction, interactive writing is not scripted or delivered in
a predetermined format. Children help determine purposes for writing, dictate text, and share the
pen. Teachers follow their students’ lead while incorporating intentional instruction in key
literacy areas. Key components of an interactive writing lesson include, but are not limited to
(McCarrier, Pinnell, & Fountas 2000):
[CS: Numbered list]
1. Creating a group writing project for an authentic reason
2. Engaging children in conversation to plan an oral text
3. Sharing the pen with students to compose
4. Modeling conventional writing
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5. Rereading what is written to demonstrate the reading/writing connection
6. Explaining how children can transfer learning to their independent writing
[End numbered list]

[SH1] Adapting interactive writing for preschool
[personal note]During the first week of my dissertation research at a Head Start center, I
realized that some important adaptations needed to be made to effectively teach
interactive writing in preschool. Some early struggles, such as children rolling on the
floor after five or six minutes, fighting over the pen, and sitting with blank stares as we
stretched words to identify the sounds, led me to make quick revisions to my instructional
strategies. [end]
Although interactive writing was initially designed for preschool through first grade, the
strategy is rarely observed in preschool settings. This might be due to the belief that children are
not ready to write until they have sufficient alphabet knowledge and a firm grasp of letter
formation. Emergent literacy theory suggests children come to school as writers (drawing and
using letter-like forms to communicate) and that meaningful learning can occur in a social
context at any point during children’s writing development.
I found this to be true as I brought interactive writing into several different preschool
classrooms. I also found that, unlike the kindergartners I had taught before, preschoolers needed
more support in terms of group size, alphabet-linking activities, time frame, and individualized
guidance.

[SH2] Group size
[personal note]I conducted the interactive writing lessons in five different mixed-age
classrooms (3- to 5-year-olds) in the same Head Start center. I felt like a busy traveler as I
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taught a lesson, gathered my supplies, and then moved on to the next room down the hall
to teach the lesson again. The first thing I noticed when traveling between classrooms
was that group size mattered.
The class where I met with nine students struggled to stay on task; the children
begged for a turn with the pen, as there were fewer chances during each lesson for them
to engage. The class where I met with three students lacked discussion and needed much
prompting to create an oral text. I found that the classes where I met with four or five
children were the most lively and engaged throughout the lesson. [end]
My experience demonstrated that preschool students in groups of four or five remain on
task longer than larger groups. The smaller group is large enough for children to build on each
other’s ideas and small enough for each child to have many opportunities to share the pen.
This is in keeping with previous research findings on the benefits of small groups. For
example, one study reported similar findings on dialogic reading in the kindergarten setting,
stating that small groups gave children many chances to participate in a safe, encouraging
environment and were highly motivating due to the social interactions experienced with teachers
and peers (Doyle & Bramwell 2006). Similarly, another study found that children demonstrated
better story comprehension in small group reading sessions than children who were read to
during a whole group lesson (Morrow & Smith 1990). Although interactive writing can be used
with the whole class, using small groups of four or five preschool-age children may maximize
the learning experience.

[SH2] Alphabet-linking activities
[personal note]Alphabet-linking activities were not a part of my original teaching plan
for preschool lessons, but I soon realized that preschoolers need a concrete method for
associating letters and sounds in order to contribute fully while sharing the pen.
After giving the children individual, laminated alphabet charts and taking a
minute before each lesson to chant the letters on the charts, the children quickly began to
refer to their charts and call out the letters that matched the sounds in the words we were
writing. [end]
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Unlike older children, most preschoolers come to school in the earliest stages of alphabet
knowledge development. I found that it is critical to provide alphabet-linking activities (e.g.,
chanting an alphabet picture chart, chanting a class name chart) as short introductions to
interactive writing lessons to help children connect letters with sounds during the composing
process. Because an entire lesson is only eight to 10 minutes long, an alphabet-linking activity
should take one or two minutes to complete.
If children are struggling with a letter name or sound during interactive writing, the
teacher should assist after a three-second delay. This brief delay gives children a chance to
respond while maintaining the quick pace of the lesson and the focus on the composition process.
The teacher should also segment words orally (as in /k/ /a/ /t/ for cat) throughout the
lesson to help children hear isolated sounds before writing. While segmenting words, the teacher
can direct children to resources like individual alphabet picture charts to help make letter–sound
connections.
Finally, teachers can think aloud as they and the children write each letter of the group
text. By bringing attention to the individual strokes needed to form each letter and by using
everyday language to describe the letter-forming process, teachers help children gain valuable
knowledge about handwriting during the authentic experience of interactive writing.

[SH2] Time frame
[personal note]As a teacher, you learn to recognize when your students have tuned out
and it is time for a lesson to end. In preschool, children often demonstrate a loss of
interest by rolling around on the floor, asking off-topic questions, or asking to do other
activities.
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Although typical interactive writing lessons are 10 to 15 minutes in length, I
found that 8 to 10 minutes was the magic length for preschool engagement. Of course,
each group and each day was a little different, depending on interest in the topic and
children’s energy levels; but overall this was the optimal time frame for children in the
study. [end]
By focusing on the process of writing instead of on the amount of text written, teachers
can capitalize on the benefits of interactive writing in this shortened time frame. The table
“Preschool Interactive Writing Lesson Framework” demonstrates how I typically allocated time
during the 8 to 10 minutes for interactive writing.

[CS: Insert below table near this section of text]
[Table title] Preschool Interactive Writing Lesson Framework
Steps
Alphabet-linking activity
(1–2 minutes)

•

Plan
(1–2 minutes)

•
•
•
•

Write
(4 minutes)

Reread/revise
(1 minute)

Wrap-up
(1 minute)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Description
Practice an alphabet-linking activity (alphabet chants,
songs; letter–sound games; etc.)
Define new vocabulary words
Engage in conversation to plan the text
Use focused talk to establish a purpose for writing
Build an oral text that teachers and children can
expand and share
Compose and construct the text
Think about the message and audience
Listen for specific sounds in words
Form words or phrases
Connect letter names with the sounds they represent
Attend to the details of forming letters
Reread words or groups of words after each addition
to the text
Suggest revisions to clarify the meaning
Recognize the importance of conventions
Do shared reading of completed text
Discuss ways to apply new understandings to future
writing
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[SH2] Individualized guidance
[personal note]One disadvantage of my study was that I was not the classroom teacher
and therefore did not get to observe the children working on reading and writing projects
throughout the day. Despite my limited time with the children each day, the format of
interactive writing allowed me to quickly recognize each child’s literacy strengths and
struggles.
I was able to use this information during my instruction to individualize support.
For example, I understood that Sally needed hand-over-hand assistance; with this
scaffolding, she exuberantly bopped away from the writing project each time she
contributed. I observed that Nathan had advanced alphabet knowledge and skills and
could write full words with little support. I noticed that Juan called out letters to match
sounds and was eager to contribute the letters in his name when they appeared in our
projects.
I was reminded of how important it is to observe and document the children’s
different comfort levels with writing so I could make these unscripted instructional
decisions during each lesson to meet every student’s needs. [end]

Preschool children differ in their abilities to contribute to the group text during interactive
writing because of their widely varied personal experiences with early writing. While older
children may be able to contribute a whole word or a group of words to the text, preschool
children may need hand-over-hand assistance at the beginning of the year to form a single letter,
or they may be able to write a few familiar letters independently.
It is essential for teachers to observe children during independent writing time so they can
make informed decisions about when to invite children to share the pen. For example, if
Madeleine’s teacher sees her writing her name during center time, it would make sense to ask
Madeleine to write the M in the word Morning during the interactive writing lesson. If Joey’s
teacher observes him using scribble units to compose a letter to a friend, it may be helpful to
invite Joey to contribute a letter, such as a lowercase l, that is undemanding for an emergent
writer to form.
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Regardless of each child’s current writing ability, it is crucial for teachers to involve all
children in the writing process each day. For preschool interactive writing lessons that include
writing only four or five words each day, it is helpful to invite at least two students to aid in
writing each word for maximum participation and engagement.

[SH1] Conclusion
Interactive writing is a powerful way to introduce preschool children to the meaningmaking processes involved in writing (Hall et al. 2015) while still practicing lower-level
transcription skills in an authentic experience. To maximize the learning benefits for
preschoolers, it is important to adapt the strategy to accommodate children’s emerging fine
motor skills, attention spans, and letter–sound knowledge. This can be done by conducting
lessons with smaller groups, adjusting lesson length, providing alphabet-linking activities, and
offering individualized support.
In my experience in the Head Start classrooms, the students quickly became familiar with
the writing process, as well as, letter names and formations for frequently-used letters in the
alphabet. The children responded favorably to the small group format because it allowed for
frequent interactions with the text and they remained engaged due to group participation
activities (e.g., writing letters in the air and on dry erase boards). Although preschool children
have differing levels of early literacy skills than primary-age children, I found that with a few
important adaptations, they were very excited and successful at writing in an interactive setting.
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